

METHOD FOR AUTOMATICALLY PLACING PARTS ON LEATHER PIECES WITH NON- 



HOMOGENEOUS CHARACTERISTICS 



Field of the invention 

The invention relates to automatically laying out 
pieces to be cut out from remnants (i.e. short lengths) 
of flexible material with characteristics that are not 
uniform, in particular natural leathers or hides. 

The field of application of the invention is the 
field of manufacturing articles, in particular made of 
leather or fur, and requiring pieces cut out from such 
remnants to be assembled together. The industries 
manufacturing the following articles are particularly 
concerned: furniture, upholstery, in particular 
automobile upholstery, leather goods, bags, shoes, and 
clothing. 

Background of the invention 

For reasons of aesthetic appearance and of quality, 
in order to make the various portions of an article, it 
is necessary to choose pieces of appearance that is 
similar to degrees that vary, in particular as a function 
of their proximity and of their locations in the article. 

For example, for leather, and in particular for a 
leather sofa, a high degree of similitude in appearance 
is sought between the pieces forming each seat back, 
between the pieces forming each seat cushion, between the 
seat backs, between the seat cushions, and between each 
seat back and each corresponding lumbar support cushion. 
However, a lower degree of similitude can be accepted 
between seat backs and seat cushions, between armrests 
and seat backs, and between armrests and seat cushions. 
A lower degree of similitude is also acceptable for the 
pieces serving to trim the structure of the sofa, both 
between said pieces, and between them and the other 
pieces . 




Unfortunately, leathers, and in particular natural 
leathers, are not uniform in appearance and quality. 
That applies not only to different hides, even when they 
come from the same batch, but also to any one hide. 
5 Variations in color shade, grain size, and leather 

quality can be observed between different zones of the 
same hide, and, within any one zone, the appearance can 
vary, e.g. between matt and glossy, depending on the 
angular position of the hide relative to an observer. 

10 That applies regardless of the origin of the leather. 

For natural leathers, the layout of the component 
pieces of an article must therefore satisfy certain 
constraints. In addition, any flaws must be taken into 
account. Depending on their seriousness, such flaws can 

15 preclude the use of certain zones of the leather, or 

restrict such use to pieces which can accept such flaws, 
e.g. because of their locations in the final article. To 
a lesser degree, such a requirement to satisfy 
constraints also exists for leathers that are not totally 

2 0 natural, e.g. pigmented leathers which are of uniform 

color, or corrected leathers or flesh splits that have 
been embossed to give a grain effect, after buffing or 
splitting . 

Currently, and in particular for laying out pieces 
25 for high-quality articles of furniture or upholstery, the 
task is entrusted to the know-how of an operator capable 
of ensuring that all of the constraints are satisfied. 

It is desirable to have a method making it possible 
to perform such laying out automatically, so as to avoid 

3 0 the need for laying out to be performed by an operator, 

and so as to optimize layouts better in order to waste as 
little as possible of a costly raw material. 

Proposals have been made to automate laying out on 
leathers . 

3 5 German Patent DE 195 21 514 describes a method 

comprising digitizing the outlines of the hides and 
detecting flaws organized into various categories with 



which different colors are associated. Laying out is 
performed either by an operator on the basis of an image 
showing the outline of the hide and the colored flawed 
zones, or else automatically by implementing suitable 
5 software. 

A similar method is described in United States 
Patent US 5 258 917, the layout taking account of a 
possible additional constraint, namely the desirable 
proximity on a hide of portions of outlines of different 
10 pieces. 

Object and summary of the invention 

An object of the invention is to provide a method 
making it possible for pieces that are to be cut out from 

15 leathers, hides, and more generally from remnants of 

flexible material having non-uniform characteristics, to 
be laid out automatically while also taking account of 
the various constraints on the pieces in order to make 
articles that satisfy particular quality and aesthetic 

20 appearance requirements. 

According to the invention, a method of 
automatically laying out pieces to be cut out from 
remnants of flexible material having non-uniform 
characteristics, and to be used for making articles, 

25 comprises the steps consisting in: 

establishing, for remnants of a determined type, at 
least one mask whose area is subdivided into various 
zones which correspond to different value levels of a 
characteristic of the material of the remnant; 

30 assigning a set of constraints to at least some of 

the component pieces of a determined type of article, 
which set of constraints includes at least one value 
constraint for a characteristic of the material of the 
remnant ; 

35 defining links between at least some of the 

component pieces, which links have different levels as a 



function in particular of relationships imposed between 
constraints assigned to the pieces; 

digitizing each remnant in order to obtain an image; 

applying to the image of each remnant the mask or 
each mask corresponding to the type of the remnant by 
performing dimension matching so as to subdivide the 
image of the remnant into various zones having uniform 
characteristics ; and 

laying out automatically by disposing the pieces in 
the zones of the image of the remnant as a function of 
any constraints assigned to the pieces, and in compliance 
with the links defined between the pieces. 

Thus, the invention is remarkable firstly in that 
masks are used which make it possible to define zones of 
uniform characteristics on the remnants, and secondly in 
that constraints are assigned and links are defined 
between the pieces, which constraints and links determine 
the layout . 

Advantageously, a reference axis is associated with 
each mask and with each remnant, at least one mask is 
defined per type of remnant, such as a mask comprising 
zones having different values for the color shade of the 
material and/or a mask comprising zones having different 
values for a surface appearance characteristic of the 
material, the reference axis is defined manually or 
automatically on each remnant, and each corresponding 
mask is applied to the image of each remnant by 
superposing every time the reference axes of the remnant 
and of the mask. 

When leather is used, the reference axis associated 
with each mask and with each remnant or hide is typically 
the axis corresponding to the backbone of an animal. For 
each type of hide, at least one mask is defined 
comprising zones having different values for the grain of 
the leather and/or a mask is defined comprising zones 
having different values for the color shade of the 
leather . 
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For a type of remnant, it is also possible to define 
a maximum percentage by which the material can stretch in 
predetermined directions, e.g. parallel to and 
perpendicular to the reference axis, in each uniform 
5 zone. The term "remnants of a determined type" is used 
herein to mean remnants of similar origin, e.g., for 
' leather, hides coming from the same type of animal. 

Advantageously, at least some of the component 
pieces of an article are distributed into groups, each of 
10 which comprises one or more pieces. For example, a group 
comprises the pieces necessary for making a single 
functional sub-assembly of the article. In each group, 
the pieces may optionally be linked together by same- 
level links . 

15 At least some pieces or groups of pieces are 

assigned one or more constraints chosen in particular 
from a surface appearance characteristic value, a color 
shade, and a preferential angular position on the remnant 
relative to a reference axis of the remnant. It is also 

20 possible to associate therewith an indication of the 
angular positioning tolerance on either side of the 
preferential angular position. The level of link between 
two pieces is a function of the looked-for degree of 
similitude between any constraints assigned to the 

25 pieces, and of any location proximity imposed. 

Preferably, at least some pieces or some group (s) of 
pieces are assigned respective degrees of layout 
priority, so that the laying out process starts with the 
pieces of the highest degree of priority. 

30 In yet another particularity of the method, the 

process of digitizing each remnant comprises storing the 
locations and the degrees of seriousness of any flaws 
detected on the remnant. Detecting the locations of the 
flaws and assigning the degrees of seriousness may be 

3 5 performed by visual inspection. 



Brief description of the drawings 

The invention will be better understood on reading 
the following description given by way of non- limiting 
example with reference to the accompanying drawings, in 
5 which: 

Figure 1 is a flow chart showing various steps of an 
implementation of a particular method of the invention; 

Figures 2A and 2B show an example of how hide 
quality can vary in the longitudinal direction and in the 
10 transverse direction; 

Figures 3A to 3B show masks used for implementing 
the method shown in Figure 1; 

Figures 4 and 5 show particular implementations of 
the grouping together of the pieces necessary for 
15 manufacturing an article of leather which, in this 

example is a suite comprising a three-seater sofa, and 
two armchairs ; 

Figure 6 is a a very diagrammatic view of a 
digitization station for digitizing a particular hide; 
2 0 Figure 7 shows the result of applying the masks of 

Figures 2 and 3 to the image of a digitized hide; 

Figure 8 is a flow chart showing how automatic 
laying out takes place for making the article shown in 
Figures 4 and 5 ; and 
25 Figures 9 to 12 show the result of the pieces of 

Figures 4 and 5 being laid out on 4 hides, by 
implementing the laying out process shown in Figure 8. 

Description of preferred implementations 
30 In the description below, consideration is given to 

laying out pieces on hides for making articles of 
leather. However, the invention is applicable to laying 
out pieces on remnants of flexible materials other than 
leather, e.g. on natural hides, which also have non- 
35 uniform characteristics such as non-uniform surface 
appearance characteristics (unevenness , roughness , 
veining, etc.) and/or non-uniform color characteristics. 



Reference is made firstly to Figure 1 which shows 
the steps making up a particular implementation of a 
method of the invention, and then a description is given 
of an example of how it can be used in manufacturing 
5 particular leather articles. 

In a first characteristic of the method, one or more 
masks are established (step 10) for a determined type of 
hide, or for a plurality of determined types of hide that 
can be used when implementing the method. 

10 The various types of hide are, in particular, those 

commonly used in the leather industry. They correspond 
to various types of animal . 

Each masks reflects how a characteristic of the \ 
corresponding hide is distributed in various zones: j 

15 variation of leather grain, and variation of leather / 
color shade. It may also show a reference axis, 
typically corresponding to the location of the backbone 
of the animal . The zones of a mask are defined so that 
the characteristic in question is substantially uniform 

20 within any one zone, with at least two value levels being 
associated with each characteristic. The borders between 
the zones of a mask may be defined loosely, i.e., for 
example, by associating each line of separation between 
two adjacent zones with overshoot tolerance data 

25 indicating the tolerance for overshooting the border in 
either direction. The variations of the characteristics 
in question on a hide are progressive rather than sudden: 
they satisfy a variation gradient. 

By way of example of the variation of a 

30 characteristic of a hide, Figures 2A and 2B very 

diagrammatically show the variation in the quality of a 
hide respectively between the rear and the front 
(substantially along the backbone) and between one side 
and the backbone. In* this example, the quality is 

35 associated with the size and the uniformness of the 
grains of the leather. 





Figure 2A shows a high variation in the quality at 
the rear of the hide (over about 10% of the total length, 
from a minimum value, corresponding to about 3 0% of the 
maximum value observed at the center of the hide, to said 
5 maximum value. The maximum quality is observed over 

about 65% of the length, in the central portion of the 
hide. At the front, the quality decreases (due to the 
folds of the neck) with a variation that is less sudden 
than at the rear, over a distance corresponding to about 

10 25% of the length. Figure 2B shows a high variation in 
quality from the side to a distance corresponding to 
about 20% of the half-width, from about 30% of the 
maximum quality to said maximum quality. 

Naturally, Figures 2A and 2B concern a particular 

15 type of hide. The variation gradients can be 

significantly different for other types of hide. 

The mask(s) associated with each type of hide are 
stored (step 12) . It is also possible to associate 
therewith data indicating, for each type of hide, an 

20 acceptable stretch percentage by which it is acceptable 
for the leather to be stretched in at least two 
directions, such as the direction of the reference axis, 
and the direction normal thereto. This stretch capacity 
may be taken into account when subsequently performing 

25 laying out on this type of hide. 

For making an article of a determined type, 
comprising an assembly of pieces of leather of 
predetermined dimensions and shapes, the method may 
include a step (14) in which the pieces making up the 

3 0 article are grouped together. The grouping together is 
preferably performed by gathering together in the same 
group those pieces which are necessary for making a 
single functional sub-assembly of the article (e.g. a 
seat back of an armchair) . In such a case, the pieces of 

35 a group are to be assembled together and they have common 
outline portions, and so, at least in certain cases, the 
group of pieces can be considered to be a single piece. 
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This applies particularly when the pieces making up a 
sub-assembly must have appearance characteristics that 
are uniform, for aesthetic reasons, and must be placed 
side-by-side in a uniform zone of a hide. The pieces of 
5 the group are then linked together by links of the 

highest level. It should be noted that the .term "article 
of a determined type" is used to designate both a 
particular article, e.g. an armchair, and also a batch of 
articles normally made in the form of a suite, e.g. a 

10 sofa and matching armchairs. It should also be noted 
that information may be associated with each group, 
indicating whether the links between the pieces of the 
group may be broken or not. When it is positive, this 
information makes it possible to impart greater 

15 flexibility during the subsequent laying out step. 

The following step (16) of the method consists in 
assigning one or more constraints to at least some of the 
pieces making up the article. These constraints are 
determined by the location of the piece in the article 

20 and by the resulting aesthetic considerations. The 

constraints are chosen in particular from the leather 
grain value, the color shade value, and the angular 
position of the piece on the hide. As regards said 
angular position, differences in appearance can occur 

25 depending on whether a piece is cut out while angularly 
positioned in one direction or another relative to a 
reference axis of the hide. The characteristic relating 
to the angular position of the piece on the hide may be 
associated with angular position tolerance data 

30 indicating the maximum angular tolerance authorized for 

the position of the piece on either side of the specified 
angular position. Other data useful to laying out may 
also be associated, e.g. the level of seriousness of 
leather flaws that is tolerated for each piece. 

3 5 In another characteristic of the laying out method 

of the invention, said method includes a step (18) for 
establishing links between pieces or, when groups of 
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pieces are formed, also between pieces and groups of 
pieces, or between groups of pieces. The links are 
organized into a plurality of levels, from the highest to 
the lowest. At least one component of the link consists 
5 of the degree of similitude or of non- similitude between 
the constraints assigned to the pieces. Another 
component may consist in the desired proximity between 
the pieces on the hide, in particular so that they have 
characteristics that are as close as possible or because 

10 they have common outline portions. Thus, the strongest 
link exists between pieces having the same levels of 
characteristics (grain size, color shade, angular 
position) and further assigned a proximity constraint. 
The proximity constraint between two pieces can be 

15 expressed in the form of a maximum distance over the hide 
between two characteristic points of the two pieces, but 
also in the form of a maximum difference in grain and/or 
color value. Pieces linked in this way may belong to the 
same group. The weakest link exists between pieces not 

20 having any characteristic similitude or non-similitude 
requirement or any proximity constraint, e.g. isolated 
pieces or pieces that are situated in locations of the 
article to be made that are normally not exposed or 
visible . 

25 Another step (20) of the method may consists in 

assigning a degree of layout priority to at least some of 
the pieces, or, when groups have been constituted, to one 
or more groups. More than two priority degree values may 
be provided. During laying out, the pieces or groups of 

30 pieces having the highest priority are laid out first. 
Preferably they are the pieces or groups of pieces to 
which the highest constraints are assigned, and those 
which are linked by the highest level of links, so that 
the corresponding uniform zones of the or of each hide 

35 used are occupied preferentially by these pieces. 

Decreasing degrees of priority may then be assigned to 



the remaining pieces of groups of pieces depending on the 
levels of the links that are assigned to them. 

During step 22, any grouping of the pieces, the 
constraints assigned to the pieces or groups of pieces, 
5 and the defined links are stored. This information, in 
the form of a file of linked constraint pieces, can be 
used to make a series of articles of the corresponding 
type . 

For making a determined type of article from hides 

10 of a determined type, a first operation (step 24) 

consists in digitizing one or more hides of this type, 
and, for each hide, in recording the digitized image as 
well as information about the locations and seriousness 
of flaws detected on the hide. A reference axis 

15 typically corresponding to the backbone of the animal is 
preferably determined on each hide, so that the digitized 
image of the hide includes information identifying the 
location of the reference axis. The locations of the 
flaws can be indicated manually on the hide and their 

20 degrees of seriousness evaluated and input by an 

operator. In a variant, it is possible to locate the 
flaws and to rank their levels of seriousness by 
automatically analyzing the digitized image. The 
position of the reference axis may be determined by 

25 indicating or marking it manually on the hide. In a 

variant, it is possible to locate the reference axis by 
automatically analyzing the digitized hide. 

The following step (26) consists in searching for 
the stored mask(s) corresponding to the type of hide 

3 0 used. Optionally, an operator may be able to modify the 
mask or each mask when the hide or the batch of hides 
used has a characteristic whose value distribution over 
the leather differs significantly from the value 
distribution usually encountered for this type of hide, 

3 5 and taken as a reference for forming the mask 
corresponding to this characteristic. 



Then, the mask(s), as optionally modified, are 
applied to the image of the or of each digitized hide 
(step 28) so that the surface of the hide is subdivided 
into uniform zones. Applying a mask includes size 
5 matching, e.g. by scaling up or down to cause the mask to 
coincide as well as possible with the image of the' hide. 

The file of linked constraint pieces corresponding 
to the type of article to be made is read from the pre- 
recorded files (step 30) . 

10 Then the automatic laying out process (step 32) is 

performed. This consists firstly in laying out the 
pieces or groups of pieces having the highest priority 
level, on the basis of ordering criteria predefined by 
the user, then in laying out the following pieces or 

15 groups of pieces in decreasing order of priority. ■ For 
each new piece or each new group of pieces to be laid 
out, the link(s) existing with a piece or a group of 
pieces which have already been laid out are examined so 
as to determine the location of the new piece or new 

2 0 group of pieces on the same hide or on another hide. 

When flaws are detected on the hides used and 
stored, the layout takes into account the seriousness and 
the locations of the flaws. A portion of surface having 
a flaw is >used or is not used for a piece depending on 

25 whether or not the degree of seriousness of the flaw is 
not more than the degree of seriousness tolerated for 
said piece, based on the information stored for this 
purpose with reference to the piece. 

In any event, the desired layout is the layout for 

30 which the surface (s) of the hide(s) used is occupied 

optimally to minimize material wastage, in particular by 
making use of the stretching capacities of the leather, 
and of the possibilities of rotating the pieces relative 
to their preferential angular positions. Account is also 

3 5 taken of any border overshoot tolerances between zones 

having uniform characteristics on the hide. Known means 
for this purpose consist in using a program to simulate 
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as high a number as possible of variant layouts and in 
choosing the most favorable. The stored stretching 
capacities of the leather, indicating the extent to which 
it can be stretched in the direction of the reference 
5 axis or in the direction perpendicular thereto, and the 
border overshoot tolerances between zones of the hide may- 
be used during layout simulations, not necessarily 
systematically, but, where applicable, when an available 
location is of size only very slightly smaller than the 
10 size of a piece to be laid out. Once the optimal layout 
has been determined, it is stored (step 34) so as to be 
used during a subsequent cutting-out operation, or, as a 
basis, during future laying out for a similar article. 

15 Example of use 

This example concerns the laying out, in leathers 
from cow hides, of the pieces required to make an article 
constituted by a three -seater sofa and by two armchairs. 
Figures 3A and 3B show models of masks that can be 

20 applied to cow hides. 

The mask 4 0 of Figure 3 A is a color shade mask 
distinguishing between two levels of color shade of the 
leather, namely light and dark. On the mask 40, the axis 
A corresponding to the axis of the backbone is shown, as 

25 are the neck portion 42, the tail portion 44, and the leg 
portions 46 of the animal. The following zones are 
distinguished: light color zones ZN1 and ZN4 on the 
flanks and the legs, light color zones ZN2 and ZN3 on 
either side of the axis A going from the middle of the 

3 0 backbone to the neck, and dark color zones ZN5 and ZN6 on 
either side of the axis A going from the middle of the 
backbone to the tail. 

The borders between the various color shade zones 
ZN1 to ZN6 are shown by straight line segments. However, 

35 the shade variation is progressive. The mask 40 may be 
associated with distance data Dl representing the border 




overshoot tolerance on either side said border, as shown 
between the zones ZN1 and ZN2 . 

The mask 50 of Figure 3B is a grain size mask 
distinguishing between two levels of grain size of the 
5 leather, namely fine grain and coarse grain. This mask 
also shows the axis A corresponding to the backbone of 
the animal, and the neck portion 52, the tail portion 54, 
and the leg portions 56 of the animal. The following 
zones are distinguished: two fine grain zones ZG1 , ZG2 

10 occupying the central portion of the hide on either side 
of the axis A, coarse-grain zones ZG3 , ZG4 , each of which 
occupies a respective flank and the associated legs, and 
coarse grain zones ZG5 , ZG6 , ZG7 , and ZG8 occupying the 
portions in the vicinity of the neck and of the tail, on 

15 either side of the axis A. 

It is possible to associate the mask 50 with data 
representing the maximum stretching percentages by which 
the leather can stretch in the directions X and Y 
respectively parallel to and perpendicular to the axis A. 

2 0 The masks 4 0 and 5 0 are of the same shape and size. 

They are stored, together with any associated data 
representing the stretching capacities of the leather, in 
order to be applied to all cow leathers. 

It is immediately apparent that, using the same 
25 principle, masks can be formed that are applicable to 
hides of some other animal origin. 

Figure 4 diagrammatically shows a set of pieces of 
leather used for manufacturing a three-seater sofa 3, and 
Figure 5 diagrammatically shows a set of pieces used for 

3 0 manufacturing a matching armchair. 

In Figure 4 , certain component pieces are 
distributed into groups. A plurality of groups, each 
made up of a plurality of pieces, serve to make up 
respective functional sub-assemblies of the sofa. These 
3 5 groups are as follows: the "right seat back" group Gl, 
and the "left seat back" group G3, each of which 
comprises 4 pieces, the "center seat back" group G2 



comprising 3 pieces, the "right seat cushion" group G4 , 
the "center seat cushion" group G5, and the "left seat 
cushion" group G6 , each of which comprises 2 pieces, and 
the "structure" group G7 which comprises pieces (numbered 
5 1 to 11) serving to trim the structure of the sofa. 
Other pieces individually constitute respective 
functional groups, G8, G9, and G10 for the "right lumbar 
support cushion", the "center lumbar support cushion", 
and the "left lumbar support cushion", and Gil and G12 
10 for the "right armrest" and the "left armrest". The 

remaining pieces comprise pairs of linked parts I, II, 
and III. 

The various pieces are linked together by links 
which, in this example are of four possible levels 1, 

15 2/2 1 , 3, and 4, in order of decreasing strength. 

The level -1 links are between pieces between which 
there is a high constraint similitude requirement and a 
layout proximity constraint. They are the pieces in each 
of the functional sub-assemblies corresponding to the 

20 groups Gl to G6 . The pieces making up a seat back or a 

seat cushion must have the same leather color shades, the 
same leather grain size, and the same angular positions 
on the leather, and they must also be laid out in 
proximity with one another. This proximity constraint is 

25 expressed by a maximum distance between characteristic 
points on the pieces, such as, for example, between the 
points p x and p 2 of the pieces P x and P 2 of the right seat 
back. this proximity constraint can be explained by the 
fact that the pieces must, for aesthetic reasons, have 

30 the highest possible similitude in appearance in addition 
to the same levels of shade and grain characteristics and 
the same angular position. In addition, since the pieces 
are to be assembled together, they have common outline 
portions, and it is thus advantageous for them to be laid 

35 out side-by-side. 

The level -2 links are between pieces or groups of 
pieces that have the highest constraint similitude 




requirement between them (same shade, grain, and angular 
position) , but without having a location proximity 
constraint. In this example, these links are the links 
between seat backs and associated lumbar support 
5 cushions . 

The level -2 1 links are between pieces or groups of 
pieces that have constraint similitude and non-similitude 
relationships between them, e.g. same grain, same angular 
position, but opposite shades. In this example, these 

10 links are the links between center seat back and right 
seat back, between center seat back and left seat back, 
between center seat cushion and right seat cushion, and 
between center seat cushion and left seat cushion, so 
that the color shade varies in the sofa. Naturally, if 

15 such a variation were not desired, level -2 links would be 
adopted between these groups. 

The level -3 links are between the pieces or groups 
of pieces that have a minimal constraint similitude or 
non-similitude requirement, e.g. same grain or same 

2 0 shade. In this example, these are the links between seat 

back and associated armrest, and between seat cushion and 
associated armrest . 

The level -4 links are in fact zero links, allowing 
full freedom of positioning as regards shade and grain, 
25 and also angular position and proximity. They concern 
the structure pieces, and the free pieces. 

The various above-mentioned groups of pieces and 
pieces may also be assigned degrees of layout priority 
indicating in which order they should preferably be laid 

3 0 out. 

In this example, it is possible to assign the 
highest priority 1 to each of the functional groups Gl to 
G6 that comprise all of the pieces to which level -1 links 
are assigned, and then to assign a level -2 priority to 
35 the groups G8 to G10 in which level-2 links are assigned 
to the pieces, to assign a level-3 priority to the groups 
Gil and G12 whose pieces are assigned level-3 links, and 



to assign the lowest priority level 4 to the other pieces 
and groups of pieces . 

Each piece or group of pieces to which an angular 
position constraint is assigned is associated with 
5 angular position tolerance information in the form of a 
maximum allowable angle of rotation (or angular offset) 
relative to the specified angular position. In most 
cases, the specified angular position is defined relative 
to the reference axis corresponding to the backbone. 

10 Angular positioning of the pieces such that their longest 
dimensions are perpendicular to or parallel to the 
reference axis is generally specified. 

Each piece is also associated with flaw tolerance 
information indicating the degree of seriousness of the 

15 flaw on the leather that is tolerated for the piece. 

In a manner similar to Figure 4, Figure 5 shows how 
certain component pieces of an armchair F are distributed 
in functional groups, namely a "seat back" group G14 
comprising 5 pieces, a "seat cushion" group G15 

2 0 comprising 2 pieces, and a "structure" group G16 

comprising a plurality of pieces (numbered 12 to 20) . 
Other pieces individually constitute functional groups: 
G17, G18, and G19 for the "lumbar support cushion", the 
"right armrest", and the "left armrest". The remaining 

25 pieces comprise two linked pieces IV. 

In each group G14 and G15, the pieces are linked 
together by level-1 links. Group G14 and group G17 are 
linked together by a level-2 link. Groups G14 and G18, 
G14 and G19, G15 and G18, and G15 and G19 are linked 

30 together by level-3 links. The other pieces are linked 
together by level -4 links (no constraints) . 

Degrees of layout priority from 1 to 4 are assigned 
respectively to the groups G14 & G15, to group G17, to 
groups G18 & G19, and then to group G16 and the remaining 

35 pieces. When the pieces making up a sofa and one or more 
matching armchairs are to be placed in the layout, for 
groups having the same priority, it is possible to start 



18 



with those of the sofa, followed by those of the 
armchair (s) . 

As in the case of the sofa shown in Figure 4, each 
piece or group of pieces is associated with angular 
5 position tolerance information, and with leather flaw 
tolerance information. 

Figure 5 also shows the similar distribution of the 
groups G14 1 to G19" and of the linked pieces V of the 
second armchair F' (the "structure" group G16 ' comprises 
10 pieces numbered 21 to 29) . 

The shapes of the pieces, the way in which they are 
grouped together, the constraints assigned to them, the 
links defined, and accessory information constitute a 
file of linked constraint pieces. Such a file, for a 
15 suite made up of a sofa and of two armchairs, is stored. 
It is immediately apparent that the principles 
described with reference to Figures 4 and 5 can be 
applied to any type of article whose manufacture requires 
pieces of leather to be assembled together and/or 
20 assembled to other elements. 

It is thus possible to have a bank of files of 
linked constraint pieces corresponding to various types 
of articles to be manufactured. 

In the example considered of a 3-seater sofa with 2 
25 matching armchairs, a plurality of cow hides are 
necessary. 

The hides supplied preferably come from the same 
batch, and they are digitized with information being 
recorded relating to flaws detected on each hide, and 

30 relating to the reference axis (backbone) of each hide. 
Figure 6 is a very diagrammatic view of a 
digitization installation of the type described in the 
Applicant's International Patent Application 
No. WO 95/29 046. 

35 A hide 60 to be digitized is laid flat on a conveyor 

table 62. While the hide is lying on the table, an 
operator looks for flaws 65 . The operator indicates the 
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existence of any flaws by means of pieces of string 64 
that define their outlines, and indicates the seriousness 
of the flaws by means of elements 66 placed in the 
centers of the zones delimited by the pieces of string. 
5 Depending on the seriousness of the flaws, the elements 
66 may have different shapes and/or sizes. The operator 
may also place marks 68, 70 on the hide so as to indicate 
the configuration and the disposition of the hide during 
digitization, and so that they can be reproduced 

10 faithfully during subsequent operations. The marks 70 
are disposed along the backbone so as to indicate the 
position of the reference axis of the hide. 

Digitization is performed by moving the conveyor 
table 62 under a gantry supporting two linear cameras 72 

15 and 74 which, by means of respective mirrors 76, 28 scan 
respective segments, each of which extends over about one 
half of the width of the digitization zone. 

During a first stage, the hide is lit from below by 
means of a source 82. The cameras 72, 74 transmit 

20 signals to a control unit to make it possible to 

establish graphics information representing the outline 
of the hide. During a second stage, the hide is 
displaced in the reverse direction under the gantry while 
it is lit by a source 84 situated above the hide. The 

25 positions of the pieces of string 64 and marks 68, 70, 
and the shapes of the elements 66 are detected by the 
cameras 72, 74, and the corresponding signals are sent to 
the control unit for establishing flaw information 
(indicating the locations and the seriousness of the 

3 0 detected flaws) and reference information indicating the 
configuration and disposition of the hide, in particular 
information relating to the reference axis. 

Other known methods may be used for automatically 
digitizing hide outlines and for visually or 

35 automatically detecting the reference axis, as well as 
flaws and the degree of seriousness of flaws. 
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After the necessary hides have been digitized, the 
masks 40 , 50 are applied to the images of the hides, as 
delivered by the stored graphics information representing 
their outlines, by causing their reference axes to 
5 coincide with the axis A and by applying a geometrical 

transformation so as to match them to the real dimensions 
of the hide. Superposing the masks with the image of the 
hide by causing the reference axes to coincide makes it 
possible to apply the masks simply and accurately even 
10 when the hide is not complete. However, it remains 
possible to consider using an automatic process for 
applying the masks without the reference axis of the hide 
being previously located. 



15 digitized hide makes it possible to define thereon a set 
of zones having uniform characteristics, i.e. light or 
dark shades associated with fine grain or coarse grain. 
The result is shown in Figure 7. it should be noted that 
distinct adjacent zones having the same uniform 

20 characteristics are situated substantially symmetrically 
relative to the reference axis A. By providing zones 
that are distinct although they have the same 
characteristics on either side of the backbone, it is 
possible to simplify the automatic laying out operation 

25 for pieces that should not straddle the backbone. It 

should also be noted that the borders between zones can 
be defined loosely by combining the border overshoot 
tolerances associated with the masks. 



3 0 subdivided into uniform zones by applying the masks, the 
automatic laying out process can be performed. The 
operations performed are as follows (Figure 8) : 

As a function of the predefined ordering criteria, 
the first priority group is chosen (step 100) . The 

35 following step (102) consists in laying out on the hide 
in question the pieces making up the group, while 
satisfying the constraints assigned to the pieces 



Applying the masks 40, 50 to the image of a 



Once the various hides to be used have been 




intrinsically or in relation to other pieces of the same 
group (e.g. physical proximity) . If all of the pieces of 
the group have been laid out (test 104) , then a test 
(test 106) is run to determine whether the group being 
5 processed is the last group. If all of the pieces of the 
group have not been laid out, then a test (test 108) is 
run to determine whether breaking the links is 
authorized. If it is, the links are broken (step 110) 
and the process returns to step 102 after modifying the 

10 constraints, and therefore the link level for the group. 
If link breaking is not authorized, the information 
identifying the pieces of the group that have not been 
laid out is stored (step 112), together with the other 
information relating to the group, before going on to 

15 test 106. 

If the group is not the last group (answer to test 
106 is "no"), the process goes on to the following group 
which is linked to the preceding group, or which follows 
it as a function of the established ordering criteria 

20 (step 114), and the process returns to step 102. 

If it is the last group, a test is run to determine 
whether pieces remain to be laid out (test 116) . If so, 
then a hide change is made (step 118) , and the process 
returns to step 102 by starting with the group having the 

25 highest priority level among all of the pieces that have 
not been laid out (step 120) . 

If there are no more pieces to be laid out, the 
resulting layout is stored (step 122) , and its efficiency 
is measured (step 124) . The entire process can then be 

3 0 re- iterated (step 12 6) a predetermined number of times or 
until the end of a predetermined period, the finally- 
chosen layout then being the layout offering the highest 
efficiency. The efficiency is measured, for example, by 
the total surface area of hide used. The smaller this 

35 area, the higher the efficiency. 

The result of the automatic laying out as performed 
on 4 hides is shown in Figures 9 to 12. 



On the first hide (Figure 9) , the three groups of 
pieces Gl, G2 , and G3 representing the seat backs of the 
sofa have been laid out in compliance with the links 2 1 
between the groups of pieces so as to obtain the desired 
5 shade variation with color continuity along the sofa. 
Three lumbar support pieces G8 , G9, and G10 are placed 
relative to the associated seat backs in compliance with 
the links 2. On the first hide, some of the pieces of 
the group G7 (structure) are laid out in compliance with 

10 the order in which the pieces are to be assembled 

together. The pieces of groups Gl , G2 , G3 , G7 , G8 , G9 , 
and G10 are angularly positioned perpendicularly to the 
reference axis A. The remainder of the hide is used to 
lay out free pieces of the sofa or of the armchairs. 

15 On the second hide (Figure 10) , the three groups of 

pieces G4 , G5 , and G6 representing the seat cushions of 
the sofa are laid out in compliance the links 2 ' between 
the groups of pieces so as to obtain the desired shade 
variation in the same way as for the seat backs. The 

20 pieces Gil, G12 representing the armrests are laid out in 
compliance with the links 3, i.e. in zones having the 
same color shade (dark) as the side seat backs. Some of 
the group G7 (sofa structure) is laid out in compliance 
with the order of the pieces as are some of each of the 

25 groups G16 and G16 1 (armchair structures) and the pairs 
of linked parts I and III. the pieces are angularly 
positioned substantially perpendicularly to the reference 
axis A. The remainder of the hide is used to lay out 
free pieces of the sofa or of the armchairs . 

3 0 On the third hide (Figure 11) , the following are 

laid out: a group G14 representing an armchair seat back 
by positioning one of the pieces in a symmetrical portion 
of the hide, a group G15 representing an armchair seat 
cushion, a group G17 representing an armchair lumbar 

3 5 support cushion, and a group G18 representing the right 
armrest of an armchair. The layout complies with the 
links of level 3 between the groups G14 and G15, G14 and 



G17, and G15 and G18 . Some of each of the groups G16 and 
GIG ■ (armchair structures) is laid out in compliance with 
the order of the pieces, as are the pairs of linked 
pieces II and IV. The pieces are disposed substantially 
5 perpendicularly to the reference axis A. The remainder 

of the hide is used to lay out free pieces of the sofa or 
of the armchairs . 

On the fourth hide (Figure 12) the following are 
laid out: two groups G14 ' and G15 1 representing an 
10 armchair seat back and an armchair seat cushion, three 
groups G18 ' , G19, and G19' representing the two left 
armrests and a right armrest of the armchairs, a group 
G17 ■ representing an armchair lumbar support cushion, and 
the linked pieces V. The layout complies with the level- 
m 15 3 links between the groups G14 1 and G18 ' , and G14 1 and 

|;3 G19 1 . The remaining pieces of the groups G16, G16 1 

I j representing the structures of the two armchairs and the 

IJ remaining free pieces fill in some of the remaining area 

^ of the hide. 



